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The Banados wetlands in Rocha department (300 km. east of Montevideo) are drying out as water
is used to irrigate rice crops. Environmentalists say the practice is threatening the area's remaining
flora and fauna with extinction. Dikes and canals constructed by rice producers as well as a dam
built on the India Muerta wetland have diverted waterways, flooding the fields of small farmers
in the process. Diversion of wetland waterways has also changed the configuration of sand dunes
on the coast, a tourist attraction, and modified the palm forests, one of the country's most prized
indigenous species. During an interview with the Inter Press Service, Pedro de Salterain of the
Uruguayan Association for a Healthy Environment (AGUAS), said, "The law...clearly establishes
that it is illegal to divert any waterway, so everything that the rice companies have built is illegal."
According to de Salterain, the irrigation dams and canals have led to the disappearance of several
species, such as the otter and the capybara (a large aquatic rodent). They have also destroyed
archeological sites, including mounds found only in Rocha which contain the remains of villages
constructed by the area's former Amerindian inhabitants. Organizations supporting conservation of
the ecosystem have been struggling with the rice companies, some of which are Brazilian-owned, for
over 60 years. The issue flared up again this month when the government issued a decree legalizing
all drainage works completed up to 1991. Rocha's local authorities, who were represented on the
commission which composed the decree, said their views were not taken into consideration. Rocha's
mayor Irineu Riet recently denounced irregularities, such as the fact that some government officials
on the commission own big rice companies. Officials from the housing, territorial management
and environment, agriculture and fisheries, and transport and public works ministers were also
represented on the commission. According to Riet, the decree on the wetlands, which extend over
300,000 ha., "comes within the framework of a development project dating back to the last century,
while the local authorities want development for the future...The decree should be declared null and
void, since legalizing illegal acts by private entities will have tragic consequences for the quality of
life in Rocha." Small farmers hurt by waterway diversion have brought a lawsuit against the owners
of the dikes. The farmers say over 20,000 ha. of farmland have been flooded. The rice companies
say they have been forced to drain the wetlands and turn them over to production because of the
government's failure to provide tax exemptions and other support for conserving the Banados.
Carlos Rodriguez, president of the Rice Producers Association, maintains that the wetlands should
continue to be used since rice is a major source of revenue. However, Wilson Riet, an adviser for
the Rocha department government, said rice cultivation is harmful to the area since "it destroys
the countryside and fills it with weeds." Riet said the government will "have to study and redefine
the distribution of earnings which [rice] generates, because we have seen no improvement in the
people's quality of life." (Source: Inter Press Service, 08/17/92)
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